I
N RECENT YEARS, psychologists have been testing the hypothesis that reading works of literature can actively enhance our ability to decipher the intentions and feelings of others, also known as Theory of Mind (ToM), mind-reading or mentalizing. It is a fact that the kind of writing we refer to as literary often stages encounters with enigmatic others, whose motivations require decoding. Not only do fictional characters regularly interpret verbal and visual cues about the intentions and desires of other characters, but readers too are consistently obliged to make inferences about the feelings and intentions of characters. The cognitive literary scholar Lisa Zunshine has argued that literary fiction, because it involves a significantly higher level of "sociocognitive complexity" than our everyday lives, "engages, in a variety of particularly focused ways, our Theory of Mind." 1 In support of the argument that fiction enhances mind-reading skills, neuroscientists have recently shown that the areas of the brain that are activated by mental processes associated with story comprehension are also activated when the brain makes inferences about people in real life, which suggests that every time an individual reads, watches or hears a story, s/he is exercising parts of the brain that are necessary for social interaction. 2 The authors of a high profile 2013 study that appeared to show, for the first time, that individuals who are given a piece of literary fiction to read produce better results in subsequent ToM tests than their fellow test participants, attributed their finding to the especially high demands that literary fiction places on its readers' cognitive skills. Literary fiction, they argue, fosters understanding of others, "because it forces us to engage in mind-reading and character construction." 3 The reception theorist Wolfgang Iser, who argues that readers of literary works are required to fill in gaps through the operation of inference, is regularly invoked by psychologists in support of claims for the particular value of literature in fostering ToM skills. So too is Roland Barthes' distinction, in S/Z, between "writerly" and "readerly" texts; in brief, so-called writerly texts require work on the part of the reader, while the readerly type does not. It does appear to be the case that non-literary genres are less likely to call upon the interpretive and inferential skills of readers. The cultural scholar Janice A. Radway, for example, writes about how commercial romances "obviate the need for self-conscious interpretation by almost never assuming that their readers are capable of inferring meaning, drawing conclusions, or supplying 'frames.'" 4 I would argue that the kind of writing we characterize as literary may well develop our inferential or mind-reading skills, also known as our ToM, but that it also, crucially, cautions us against mistaking inference for truth, when it comes to understanding other people. In this article, I will suggest that one of Baudelaire's prose poems illustrates this idea with particular clarity.
L'étranger
"Qui aimes-tu le mieux, homme énigmatique, dis? ton père, ta mère, ta soeur ou ton frère? -Je n'ai ni père, ni mère, ni soeur, ni frère. -Eh! qu'aimes-tu donc, extraordinaire étranger? -J'aime les nuages… les nuages qui passent… là-bas… là-bas… les merveilleux nuages!" 5 The position of "L'étranger" at the very beginning of Baudelaire's collection of poèmes en prose gives it the status of a frame: it establishes the terms of the reading contract. The opening text stages an interrogation of an outsider, an unknown other. The text has traditionally been read as a conflict between two sets of values, one worldly and one aesthetic. The outsider figure who answers the questions posed by his interlocutor(s) is often closely associated by critics, either explicitly or implicitly, with the figure of the Baudelairean poet, while the interviewer represents the uncomprehending many. This interpretation can be supported by reference to the poet's pessimism about the ability of the masses to understand and appreciate poetry, and by any number of his representations of the poet as a misunderstood and even monstrous outsider. 6 I would like to propose, however, a reading of the text that interprets it not as a parable of the artist's difference from other people, but rather as the dramatization of a kind of interpersonal encounter that is repeatedly evoked in the prose poems, and that may also be programmed by those texts: an encounter that ostensibly confirms but tacitly contests the mind-reader's powers of inference. I will support this analysis by reference to two previously overlooked intertexts.
"L'étranger": a close reading
The prose poem, composed of six questions and six answers, is presented as a dialogue between an interrogator and a respondent. If we strip away all assumptions about who is speaking in "L'étranger," the text explicitly dramatizes the presumptuousness inherent in any assumption of knowledge about the other, any assumption that the other's mind can be read unproblematically. Presumptuous familiarity, or impertinence, is present in the tone, content, and fabric of the questions asked.
To begin with the impertinent tone of Baudelaire's questioner in "L'é-tranger," s/he adopts a strikingly casual register with the man s/he quizzes. That this informal tone is impertinent is highlighted by the fact that the repeated use of the familiar tu form in the questions is met with a consistently formal vous in the answers. Even if the questioner is understood to represent more than one individual, a hypothesis that would necessitate the use of the vous form, the stranger's failure to pose reciprocal questions is itself a clear marker of his refusal to engage on equal terms with his questioner. The questioner appears then to attempt to achieve familiarity with a character who maintains an aloof distance, and who thereby incarnates at least the outward appearance of the stranger as described by Julia Kristeva: "L'indifférence est le carapace de l'étranger: insensible, distant, il semble, dans son fond, hors d'atteinte des attaques et des rejets qu'il ressent cependant avec la vulnérabil-ité d'une méduse." 7 It is not just the tone of the questions that presumes familiarity; it is their content too. The first question asks the stranger whom he loves most, while the last simply asks what he loves, and the intervening questions each propose a different possible object of love. The questioner is asking the stranger to reveal an intimate, private truth, a truth that may reveal something about him. However, just as he had refused the familiar tone of his interlocutor, the stranger evades the questions that are posed, thereby resisting the interrogator's desire to transform him into a familiar other.
Finally, the fabric: the assumptions of the questioner are themselves impertinent. Repeatedly, the latter attempts to make sense of the stranger by inscribing him within accepted social norms. As Peter Schofer puts it, the questioner aggressively "seeks knowledge which will permit him to classify and categorize the unknown figure." 8 The opening question betrays the fact that certain assumptions have been made about the stranger: not only is he designated as an "homme énigmatique," and therefore as a man with a secret, but he is assigned both a family and loving feelings towards that family. As Schofer puts it, the questioner's opening gambit "assumes that the foreigner is like everyone else" (101). The stranger's first answer reveals the questioner's assumptions to be false. The portrait of this radically unfamiliar man begins, then, with his unequivocal renunciation of familial links. With the subsequent questions, about friends and fatherland, the interrogator again attempts to inscribe the stranger within a group to which he would belong 9 and that would make him knowable, familiar. Again, the stranger refuses to be drawn in, even going so far as to renounce any familiarity with the meaning of friendship and with the location of his country. The questions about "[l]a beauté" and "l'or" are also designed to make the stranger knowable and familiar, but the latter's answers again rebuff the questioner's attempts to establish common ground: he would love beauty, he replies, somewhat evasively, before going on to imply, with his addition of a definition, that his version of beauty may not be that of his interviewer; and he hates money as much as his questioner, by implication, loves it (in hating God).
Only the sixth and final question is an open one, still presumptuous in its tone and content, but devoid now of any assumptions about the respondent's social affiliations, and explicitly designating the addressee as a social outsider, an "extraordinaire étranger." The final question asks the stranger what he loves. The latter's answer, which for the first time expresses neither refusal nor reticence, is that he loves "les nuages qui passent." The manner in which the stranger expresses his love for this object conveys as many clues to his character as does the love object itself: the various repetitions of his final answer ("J'aime les nuages… les nuages qui passent… là-bas… là-bas… les merveilleux nuages!"), as well as the pauses it contains, suggest that the stranger has entered a state of reverie, even as he implies, with his claim that he loves clouds, that he is a dreamer. Does this declaration mean that the stranger is now a familiar object, available to successful inference? Has the latter found the key to the stranger's mind?
In one sense, the inner workings of the stranger's mind have indeed been revealed, to the reader at least. Contemporaries of Baudelaire would have associated a love of clouds with the figure of the Romantic poet. Victor Hugo's Soleils couchants describes clouds that appear to transform, consecutively, into a crocodile, palace, and upside-down mountains. Théophile Gautier's La nue anthropomorphizes a cloud to the point that it becomes a beautiful woman. Chateaubriand's René, the very prototype of the Romantic outsider, declares his habit of sitting apart from his friends, as a child, "pour contempler la nue fugitive." 10 Interestingly, the latter also declares himself to be "Sans parents, sans amis, pour ainsi dire seul sur la terre" (Chateaubriand 30), a statement that recalls the opening lines of Rousseau's first Promenade VOL. 58, NO. 1("Me voici donc seul sur la terre, n'ayant plus de frère, de prochain, d'ami, de société que moi-même") and that anticipates Claire de Duras's Ourika ("moi qui jamais ne devais être la soeur, la femme, la mère de personne! […] Je n'avais point d'amie"). 11 The stranger's love of clouds, like his insistence on his isolation, thus makes of him a familiar and even hackneyed figure of the Romantic, poetically inclined outsider. 12 In another sense, however, the stranger continues to be resistant to mindreading, not least because it seems incongruous that a figure who so wilfully resists his interlocutor's attempts at familiarity should willingly reveal himself with his final answer. And if we can assume that the stranger's love of clouds characterizes him as a poetic outsider in the Romantic tradition, can we then simply assume that he is a figure of the Baudelairean poet, as many readings of "L'étranger" have suggested? In fact, the stranger has revealed himself only partially, because he gives no clue as to the content or quality of his reverie. In terms of content, in the prose poem "Les vocations" the child who gazes at clouds is not the future poet but rather the future priest. As for quality, another prose poem by Baudelaire, "La soupe et les nuages," associates a love of clouds with a very ambiguous version of the poet. 13 Ultimately, the reference to clouds, like the very substance of clouds, is opaque: even if we assume that the stranger is a figure of the artist, there is little in the text (or its intra-texts) to prove that he is intended to be a figure of the Baudelairean poet. The reader is left to deduce the personality of the stranger, or read his mind, from the values that appear to inform his answers, just as s/he infers the personality of the interrogator from his (or her or their) questions. I would now like to suggest that we need to be very wary of this kind of deduction, because the evidence is too slight to enable us to make any inference with certainty; indeed, even the notion that "L'étranger" represents a conversation between two human beings is itself a potentially illegitimate assumption. 14 The absence of any framing for this text means that inference is highlighted therein as a virtual condition of reading. As we will see, to arrive at firm conclusions about the identity or personality of the two interlocutors of "L'étranger" is as misguided as thinking that a cloud will continue looking like a crocodile from one moment to the next. Moreover, to the extent that this frameless prose poem itself serves as a frame for the collection it opens, the first prose poem of Le spleen de Paris highlights the role that inference will play in reading these texts, warning against presumptuousness in interpreting the motivations of the virtual people that will be encountered in this collection.
"L'étranger": two proposed intertexts
The critic Robert Cargo has proposed that "L'étranger," first published in La Presse in 1862, was inspired by a parlour game entitled "Ce que vous aimez," described seven years later in an issue of the Magasin pittoresque. The game is designed to encourage its player to "s'étudier de bonne foi" and to "chercher à répondre de son mieux et à approcher le plus possible de la vérité sur soimême." 15 This intertext, regularly referenced by critics since Cargo's discovery, has been understood to support the traditional reading of "L'étranger" as the poet's critique of bourgeois habits and values. My own two proposed intertexts, however, suggest that what is at stake in the prose poem, rather, is a critique of the notion that other people are readily available to mind-reading.
The questions asked in "L'étranger," like that asked in Cargo's parlour game, would appear to be inspired by the maxim "Dis-moi qui tu aimes, et je te dirai qui tu es": the questioner, in the prose poem, asks the stranger whom or what he loves, supposedly in an attempt to understand who this "homme énigmatique" is. Interestingly, the maxim "Dis-moi qui tu aimes, et je te dirai qui tu es" had a particular resonance for Arsène Houssaye, who was the first publisher of Baudelaire's prose poem. Now a well-known aphorism, its invention has often been attributed, erroneously, to Houssaye. 16 The newspaper editor had quoted the aphorism prominently in his very successful but somewhat risible 1858 biography of Voltaire, which mentions the latter's "maîtresses" in its subtitle and dwells at considerable length on the philosopher's love affairs; indeed, the section devoted to these affairs is one of the longest of the entire biography. It concludes with a defence of his decision to write about this aspect of Voltaire's life, and it is here, as part of this defense, that the maxim in question appears:
Aux esprits sévères qui s'étonnent de voir l'historien s'attarder avec quelque complaisance dans les Décamérons du roi Voltaire, dans ces demi-jours voluptueux […], je répondrai que c'est par la passion qu'on voit le mieux les hommes.
[…] C'est à la femme qu'il faut arracher le mot de l'énigme. Dis-moi qui tu aimes, je te dirai qui tu es. C'est en traversant le jeune homme qu'on voit le grand homme. Le coeur donne le secret de l'esprit. 17 It is this maxim that justifies Houssaye's decision to give so much attention in his biography to Voltaire's mistresses: he contends that they offer the key to the philosopher's character.
What can be inferred from the possible allusion in Baudelaire's "L'é-tranger" to Houssaye's recent biography of Voltaire? It could be deduced, in the first instance, that the stranger is a proxy for Voltaire, as an aloof and esteemed literary figure (though it is difficult to imagine the urbane satirist as a cloud-loving dreamer). We might also infer that Baudelaire wished to pay indirect homage to an influential patron, or at least felt able to defend his reference on those grounds, in the event of perceived mockery; after all, the dedicatory letter to Houssaye, which the prose poem immediately followed upon its first publication, both indirectly mocks the editor and appears to pay homage to him. 18 In any case, whether the possible intertextual allusion to Houssaye's Le roi Voltaire is interpreted as flattering the newspaper editor or as critical of him, or both, it does not radically change our understanding of Baudelaire's "L'étranger" as a defense of art and the artist, and as a tacit critique of the kind of bourgeois platitudes that, in Baudelaire's mind, were almost certainly embodied by Houssaye. Indeed, for Steve Murphy, who does not reference Le roi Voltaire or Houssaye's maxim, the tones of the newspaper editor can be discerned in the bourgeois voice of the questioner of "L'é-tranger" (175). Murphy's inference is based largely on the fact that Houssaye was the addressee of the dedicatory letter that featured alongside "L'étranger" when it was first published, a letter in which an ambiguous, imbalanced relationship plays a central role, as it does in the prose poem.
Our second proposed intertext is a critique of Houssaye's biography, first published in 1858 in the Revue contemporaine, and subsequently published in book form in 1861 by the literary critic Gustave Merlet. 19 This second intertext strengthens our argument for the consideration of Houssaye's biography as an intertext, and also supports the case for a reading of Baudelaire's prose poem as a covert attack on Houssaye. The newspaper editor's Le roi Voltaire is acerbically derided in Merlet's essay on the precise point that the maxim was intended to legitimate: M. Arsène Houssaye, qui se plaît si fort au petit lever et au petit coucher de son roi, n'auraitil […] pas mieux fait de respecter la réserve de Voltaire, qui n'invita jamais le public aux fêtes de son coeur […] Parler ainsi, c'est ignorer tous les principes de l'école fantaisiste. Elle a écrit sur son drapeau cet axiome: "Dis-moi qui tu aimes, je te dirai qui tu es." C'est par leurs folies qu'elle juge les sages: sa science consiste surtout à savoir interroger un portrait, questionner des valets de chambre, et au besoin forcer les serrures. 20 Merlet's Le réalisme et la fantaisie openly attacks Houssaye's impertinence, derides the maxim alluded to by the prose poem, and defends a philosopher's right to dignified privacy. However, if we accept, on these suggestive grounds, the Merlet text as an intertext for "L'étranger," then we need to rethink the traditional reading of Baudelaire's stranger figure. Merlet's claim in the above passage that the "Dis-moi qui tu aimes" maxim serves as a kind of rallying call for the "école fantaisiste" indicates that the line between the bourgeois questioner and poetic stranger is not as clearly drawn as it initially seemed: could it be that the questioner of "L'étranger," this apparent defender of prosaic reality, is a species of poet, a member of the "école fantaisiste"?
Merlet's extended critique takes Houssaye to task not only for entering into incongruously intimate details about one of the most dignified figures of the eighteenth century, but also for his lack of interest in any genuine understanding of his subject, and his treatment of that subject as a pretext for writerly pirouettes:
[I]l ne suffit pas pour […] comprendre [Voltaire] d'avoir la grâce, l'imagination et le caprice, d'être à la fois un poëte et un bel esprit, ingénieux à mêler le soupir au sourire, la rêverie émue à la gaieté étourdie, la lyre au tambour de basque et aux castagnettes.
La clef indiscrète qui ouvre les boudoirs de toutes les reines de théâtre n'est pas faite pour le château de Ferney. L'agréable romancier des Gaussin et des Clairon est plus propre à tourner joliment un madrigal qu'à juger souverainement le génie d'un homme qui fut à la fois tout un siècle, toute une littérature, toute une révolution. Mademoiselle Camargo ne saurait lui avoir appris le sérieux et l'autorité qu'impose à la critique un sujet si plein d'écueils pour ceux qui n'y cherchent que l'occasion d'un tour de force accompli avec une triomphante dextérité. Here, the prying, intrusive Houssaye is presented pejoratively as a member of the anti-bourgeois literary Bohemia, complete with the tambourine and castanets of the Bohemian gypsy. We know that Houssaye, a published poet, considered himself a Bohemian, and that he made great capital out of the fact that he counted among his friends other so-called Bohemian writers, such as Gérard de Nerval and Théophile Gautier. 21 Is it possible that the stranger of the prose poem is not, after all, a figure of the Baudelairean poet or a proxy for Voltaire, but rather an incarnation of Houssaye as bourgeois Bohemian poet? In this case the text would be a dialogue between two versions of Houssaye, that is, between the intrusive biographer and the whimsical poet.
That Houssaye may have something in common with the cloud-loving stranger is suggested not only by Merlet's depiction of the editor as a member of the "école fantaisiste" but also by the terms in which Merlet criticizes Houssaye for the flimsiness of his evidence base in Le roi Voltaire. Instead of trying to understand Voltaire through his writings, as Merlet claims a critic would, Houssaye has allegedly adopted the strategy of a somewhat whimsical poet:
[D]es poëtes n'y regardent pas de si près que les pauvres critiques; les bibliothèques les gênent plus qu'elles ne leur servent. Pour faire le portrait d'un écrivain, ils demandent au ciel leurs inspirations, ils regardent les nuages ou écoutent souffler le vent dans la cheminée. The accusation that Houssaye as poet-biographer seeks inspiration in the clouds, rather than in any more effortful or thoughtful engagement with his subject, strengthens the case for Merlet's critique of Le roi Voltaire as an intertext for "L'étranger." Baudelaire's essay on Léon Cladel's novel Les martyrs ridicules similarly associates a particular kind of literary author (the Bohemian) with "la haine décidée, native, des musées et des bibliothèques" and with an "absolue confiance dans le génie et l'inspiration" (OC 1:183). One of Cladel's young Bohemians, or ridiculous martyrs, is accused by Baudelaire of being "un rêveur hystérique" (OC 1:184). The figure of the dreamer-poet was therefore not necessarily a positively connoted one for Baudelaire.
What further suggests an affiliation between Baudelaire's stranger and the poet-editor-biographer is the fact that the cloud metaphor is favoured in the latter's Voltaire biography. In the preface to the second edition of Le roi Voltaire (1858), Houssaye writes that if critics are justified in highlighting the contradictions in his biography, it is nevertheless true that contradictions can be illuminating, just as lightning comes from the collision of clouds. Houssaye also writes of the two "nuages," that of the Enlightenment and that of the French Revolution, which appeared on the distant horizon at the end of Louis XIV's reign: "Ne reconnaissez-vous pas la figure de Voltaire dans leurs silhouettes fantastiques?" (Le roi Voltaire 28). Clouds are not always revelatory for Houssaye, however; he devotes some pages to the philosopher Pierre Bayle, whose scepticism he associates with clouds that hide the sun (and with a preference for books over life), and he writes in his conclusion that "[l]e Dieu de Voltaire est obscurci par les nuages de la contradiction" (Le roi Voltaire 408). The clouds of "L'étranger," which seem to offer the key to the stranger's character, might accordingly obscure as much as they reveal.
The two intertexts proposed here, Houssaye's Le roi Voltaire and Merlet's Le réalisme et la fantaisie, likewise obscure as much as they reveal. They might be understood, separately or in conjunction, to suggest that the stranger is, like Voltaire, a dignified subject misunderstood by an excessively impertinent, Houssaye-like investigator. The same intertexts could alternatively be understood to suggest analogies between the cloud-loving stranger and Houssaye. On this latter point, returning to the text of "L'étranger" itself, the stranger figure is arguably even more impertinent than the questioner in the assumptions he makes about his interlocutor. It is he who mind-reads his interviewer, after all, apparently without taking the trouble to ask him anything at all. Just as Houssaye presumes to know his biographical subject simply by casting a furtive eye on his model (to paraphrase Merlet), the stranger makes a striking assumption about his interviewer: when asked if he loves gold, the stranger answers that he hates it as his interlocutor hates God. The basis for the stranger's claim about his questioner is not given. Murphy speculates that "[c]e sont les questions mêmes du bourgeois-appuyées peut-être par son apparence physique, dont le lecteur ne peut rien savoir-qui font comprendre à l'étranger sa haine de Dieu et en général son engluement dans le matériel et le social, aux dépens de l'immatériel, la beauté comme déesse, Dieu, les nuages" (172). 22 Schofer too validates the stranger's judgment by observing, albeit more tentatively, that "we can make a fairly accurate portrait of the questioner, just as the foreigner seems to be able to infer values" (103). 23 I would contend however that there is too little textual framing to allow us reliably to infer that the stranger's inference is reliable, particularly in a text that places the unreliability and impertinence of inference at its thematic center. The evidence proffered in the prose poem "L'étranger" is simply not robust enough to allow the reader to deduce, with any real certainty, the respective values of stranger and questioner. Any definitive mind-reading of either protagonist is impossible.
Any reader wishing to make any sense of this prose poem will necessarily have recourse to some knowledge of contexts, including intertexts; but different understandings of context produce alternative readings. This article, for example, has proposed that it is possible, in the light of Merlet's biography, to interpret the stranger not as a Baudelairean alter ego but as a representation of Houssaye. The stranger's claim to have no family might remind the initiated reader that Houssaye ran away from his family at the age of seventeen, when his father forbade him from writing poetry. 24 Houssaye had many so-called friends, but like the stranger he arguably knew nothing of the meaning of the word "ami," certainly if his treatment of the writer Gérard de Nerval is to be taken as evidence. 25 The conditional mode of the stranger's statement of his love of beauty makes more immediate sense if one remembers that Houssaye was viewed by many as an inferior poet. 26 The stranger's assertion that he hates gold becomes inflected with ambiguity if one recalls that Houssaye was an "homme d'argent" and lover of luxury (Murphy 66) 27 who liked to present himself as an idealistic dreamer (see Figure 1 ).
Any reader presuming, then, to read the mind of either of the two interlocutors of this prose poem runs the risk of resembling the impertinent cloud-decipherer derided by Merlet, or indeed the impertinent questioner of "L'étranger." There is not enough evidence to allow us conclusively to identify either participant in the dialogue, if indeed we can assume that it is a dialogue. Prompted by Baudelaire's claim in his letter to Houssaye that his collection resembles a snake whose various segments can exist independently, Schofer writes that "the texts in Baudelaire's work resemble […] a continuously shuffled deck of cards, where, with each shuffle, a new set of contexts is created" (99). Our reading has suggested that new understandings of context can in their turn create new understandings of Baudelaire's prose poems. In the opening text of the collection, the evoked meanings of both the investigator's questions and the stranger's answers can change like clouds shifting their shape when the text is read through the lens of Houssaye's biography of Voltaire and Merlet's critique of that biography. The resistance to reading that is explicitly embodied by the stranger figure is also, then, a feature of the prose poem to which that figure lends his name. The consideration of two suggestive intertexts has eroded any certainty as to the categories to which each participant in the dialogue belongs. I would argue, however, that there is enough evidence, both internally and on consultation of the proposed intertexts, to suggest that "L'étranger" warns against jumping to conclusions, both in our relations with other people and in our encounters with the prose poems themselves. What is suggested by our
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SPRING 2018 L'ESPRIT CRÉATEUR According to the narrator of "Les foules," poets will imaginatively enter only those bodies that put up no resistance, that are easy to visit. Like the biographer of Voltaire as critiqued by Merlet, Baudelaire's narrator-poet appears interested in what comes easily rather than in what resists his comprehension. However, to feel instantly familiar with the stranger, as Baudelaire's narrator does in "Le joueur généreux," is not necessarily to read his or her mind successfully, or to encounter him or her in any real sense. As Emmanuel Levinas puts it, "Si on pouvait posséder, saisir et connaître l'autre, il ne serait pas l'autre." 28 
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The existence in Baudelaire's prose poems of apparently readable others who turn out, either explicitly or implicitly, to be other than they initially seemed (the woman and the poor family in "Les yeux des pauvres," the mother and child in "La corde," the friend in "La fausse monnaie," the woman in "La belle Dorothée"), as well as the presence of figures who are enduringly enigmatic (the mysterious female characters of "Mademoiselle Bistouri" and "Les veuves" and the Prince of "Une mort héroïque"), remind us that other people's minds are never fully accessible. Indeed, the impenetrability of other people is a theme in Baudelaire's verse, where one sonnet ends with the question "Que cherchent-ils au Ciel, tous ces aveugles?" (OC 1:92), and where another poem, "Le masque," describes the suffering hidden behind a smiling façade. Our analysis of Baudelaire's "L'étranger," supported by reference to two possible intertexts, has suggested that this prose poem highlights the difficulty and even impossibility of divining the internal lives of other people. As this article began by showing, "L'étranger," arguably like many of the texts of Le spleen de Paris, is about the impertinence of any attempt to gain access to another person's mind. This article has argued that the text itself also resists understanding, despite the superficial transparency of its meaning. The intertexts that have been marshalled here have complicated the generally agreed-upon meaning of "L'é-tranger" and have highlighted the resistance to understanding of both the text and its protagonists. To the extent that "L'étranger" serves as a gateway into Le spleen de Paris, this reading has significant implications for our understanding of the entire collection. Our analysis of "L'étranger" strengthens the argument (which I made at length in Baudelaire's "Le Spleen de Paris") that Baudelaire's prose poems put up a resistance to straightforward interpretation even where they seem, or have over the years come to seem, transparent in their meaning. The opening prose poem of Le spleen de Paris not only heralds, like the lettredédicace, a radically new kind of writing ("Je n'ai ni père, ni mère, ni soeur, ni frère"), 29 it also announces the radical strangeness, or resistance to understanding, of the Baudelairean poème en prose: these texts will invite inference, but they will also elude any fixed interpretation, any certain and definitive reading. Indeed, "L'étranger" arguably emblematizes, in this sense, the strangeness of literary writing more generally, if it is true that, as Derek Attridge puts it, "some sense of strangeness, mystery, or unfathomability is involved in every encounter with the literary. Even a work one knows well, if it retains its inventiveness, possesses an enigmatic quality; one cannot put one's finger on the sources of its power, one does not know where its meanings end." 30 The strangeness of literary writing, its defamiliarizing quality, is responsible, according to some psychologists, for the salutary effects that it has on mind-reading skills. 31 However, "L'étranger" shows that the strange ambiguities of literary writing can also remind us to distrust the easy inferences that we tend to make about other people. When this prose poem is taken at face value (and Baudelaire's prose poems do offer themselves to be read in this way, presenting as they do "la fiction d'une naturalisation de la littérature"), 32 it can be understood to confirm the idea that the secrets of strangers can be unlocked quite easily. By according this text the kind of close (or, alternatively, 'loiterly'?) 33 critical attention appropriate to literary or "writerly" writing, this article has argued that the prose poem suggests, on the contrary, that the inferences we make about strangers are always based on an understanding of contexts that is incomplete and prone to change. But this lesson in the limits of mind-reading is itself a lesson in mind-reading. It is possible that we begin to encounter another person only at the point where we realize that we do not know him or her, because s/he is a stranger to us. Similarly, when we pause and stumble between incompatible ways of reading "L'étranger," we encounter it in all its strangeness. Genuine encounters with other people, arguably like any authentic encounter with a literary text such as "L'étranger," unbalance us, at least temporarily. As Julia Kristeva puts it, "[i]l faut un certain déséquilibre, un flottement sur quelque abîme, pour entendre un désaccord" (30) . The sociologist and philosopher Georg Simmel communicates something of this "flottement" when he describes the stranger as someone who shows us alternative possible lives, which "crowd in like shadows between men, like a mist eluding every designation." 34 This article has argued that it is only by noticing the hazy clouds that the stranger brings with him or her that we can hope to meet him or her, in an as-yet-undiscovered place, "là-bas… là-bas…".
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